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From the first the expedition to Greece had been dogged by ill-
fortune. Quite apart from the question of whether it should ever
have been undertaken at all, the last minute change of strategic
plan; the uncertainty as to Yugoslavia's attitude and her speedy
defeat; the rapid collapse of the weak and war-weary Greek army;
and the numerical odds against us both on the ground and in the
air made its failure inevitable.
General Wavell was, moreover, at the beginning of May faced
with critical situations in other areas besides the Western Desert
and Crete, whither most of the troops from Greece had been
evacuated ; trouble had broken out in Iraq, where an anti-British
Government had been set up by Rashid Ali, and the increasing use
of French air bases in Syria by German aircraft seemed to presage
an attempt to secure control of that country. In addition, there
were still important Italian forces to be dealt with in Abyssinia,
so that he had to make provision for five separate campaigns on his
hands with forces and resources none too ample even before their
depletion in the Greek campaign.' It was in these anxious circum-
stances that a new disaster in Crete occurred.
Here 30,000 men, largely non-combatant personnel, under
General Freyberg, were refitting after their trials in Greece, when
a heavy German attack by airborne forces began on May 20, and
despite initial failure and heavy losses continued on the following
days with greater and greater numbers, so that the defence was
gradually worn down. Thus, though the Navy intercepted and
destroyed two sea-borne attacks, the Germans gradually accumu-
lated 35,000 men on the island, and General Freyberg obtained
permission from General Wavell to evacuate it. By May 31 all that
could be got away had been embarked, but nearly half the garrison
were lost. Better armament, superior numbers, and above all the
hostile air command, had once more proved handicaps too heavy to
be overcome, but the enemy too had lost heavily, his valuable and
highly trained parachute and glider-troops alone having suffered
some 15,000 casualties.
The dangerous rebellion in. Iraq broke out just as we were
preparing to meet this German attack on Crete. The only British
forces in the country were two Royal Air Force training detachments
with obsolete machines at Basra and at Habbaniyah, forty miles
west of Baghdad. When Rashid Ali came to power, he soon
revealed his pro Axis sympathies and in April his hostile attitude
induced Britain to send the loth Indian Division fo Basra in
accordance with the terms of our treaty with Iraq, so that when on
May i an Iraqi division attacked our detachment at Habbaniyah,
rapid counter measures could be taken to assist it, including the
dispatch of a mixed motorised brigade, under General Clark, from
Palestine across the desert. Before it arrived there, however, the